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REMEMBERING THE PAST
Eaves and Kimpel's Richardson
and the
Uses of Literary Biography
William H. Epstein

he picture of Richardson's life and character," T. C.
Duncan Eaves and Ben D. Kimpel write in the
opening pages of their Samuel Richardson [:] A
Biography (1971), "has not changed much in a
hundred and fifty years. And it is not our aim to change it
fundamentally."' That "picture" is, of course, well-known: how "a
conventional, self-made, middle-class [business]man who never seriously
questioned the assumptions of his age and who at times made himself
ridiculous" (3) became, quite suddenly in his middle years, a worldhistorical figure, one of the first great English novelists, the progenitor
of a sentimental vogue that swept across Europe, and a major
spokesperson for the values, ideas, and feelings associated with the rise
of bourgeois consumer society. This is a good story, a very good story.

' T. C. Duncan Eaves and Ben D. Kimpel, Samuel Richardson: A Biography (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1971), 3. All subsequent references will be cited parenthetically in the text.
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and Eaves and Kimpel tell it at great length (619 pages, surrounded by
another ninety or so of preface and appendix). But their decision not
to change how it has been traditionally told, and the ways in which
they justify that decision, have dramatic consequences, both for the
shape of their narrative and the position it came to assume in
subsequent scholarly and critical discourse.
One of the most recognizable conventions of biographical reading
and writing is that biography is always telling two (reciprocating if not
necessarily complementary) stories—the biographical subject's and the
biographer's. The former usually preoccupies the main biographical
narrative and is, of course, more familiar; the trajectory traced in
cultural space-time by the biographical subject's life-course. The latter
generally dominates the less scrutinized margins of the text (prefaces,
notes, appendices); we can characterize it as the record of the
biographer's encounter with the biographical subject's "life-text" (a
term denoting the facts that have been gathered and the relationships
between and among them).^ As I have already suggested, these two
narrative projects are more or less reciprocal and complementary within
the poetics of biography, their relatedness tending toward both
cohesion and entropy, their mutuality (over)determining the various
possibilities of their coming together and their falling apart. Scholarly
biography puts a special strain on this mutual relation. The felt
professional need to display the biographer's labor and to gain credit
within the academy for having done so undercuts the traditional
dominance of the biographical subject's story as it reorients the usual
balance between the margins and the center of the biographical
narrative.
Eaves and Kimpel's Richardson provides an especially instructive
example of how the center does not always hold in the discourse of the
lives of literary figures. Although the biographers insist in their Preface
and first chapter that they are writing an "old-fashioned," "definitive"
biography (vii), the essential plot-line of which is to resist changing the
traditional biographical subject's story, by the end of their narrative the
nature and extent of this insistence and resistance induce Eaves and
Kimpel to lament that "the Richardson" whom they find "most

^ See "Recognizing the Life-Text," in William H. Epstein, Reco^izingBiography (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1987), 34-51.
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interesting" "hardly appears" (619) in their book. How and why this
disappearance occurs, its associations with eighteenth- and twentiethcentury lifewriting and the novel, and its implications for reading and
writing the scholarly biography of literary figures, describe the
narrative arc of this essay.

II
Eaves and Kimpel's resistance to change is narrativized and thematized
as a running attack on virtually all things modern and modernist, inside
and outside the academy. As you will see in the long (but, still, partial)
catalogue of examples I am about to provide, this attack starts in the
beginning and goes through to the end of the main narrative, appears in
all parts of the book, fills whatever textual space is available (a brief
paragraph, a long sentence, a passing remark), and is directed at a variety
of topics, figures, and events. The sheer mass of this quotation, I am
hoping, will help convey to you the intensity, the diversity, the tenacity
of Eaves and Kimpel's anti-modern, anti-modernist crusade, as well as
the extent to which this crusade mobilizes a kind of counter-narrative
to the traditional biographical subject's story, a story these biographers
are professedly committed to telling.
So here they are: 38 passages in all.
In other words, we have intended to write a definitive
biography....In addition, we wished to give a picture of
Richardson as a person, using insofar as possible his own
words and those of his friends....We have preferred this
method to the more summary one of describing Richardson
in our own words or to psychoanalysis, which we believe
leads to dubious results when applied to a person dead two
hundred years. Our biography will, therefore, sound rather
old-fashioned.... Finally, we have discussed the intrinsic value
of Richardson's novels....Again we have tended to adopt a
somewhat old-fashioned approach, one more like that of
Richardson's own contemporaries than like the formal or
interpretive approaches popular in our century, (vii)
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Samuel Richardson wrote near the beginning of a tradition
which has produced a great deal of fine work and which,
though challenged for fifty years by various avant-gardes, is
even now not dead. (1)
The tendency of Richardson's preaching is not popular today:
he supported the middle-class virtues and particularly stressed
the importance of chastity, a very unpopular virtue at the
moment.... His works are certainly no closer to sermons than
those of Henry Miller or D. H. Lawrence, but almost all
modern intellectuals will regard the content of most of his
sermons as false, worse as ludicrous, still worse as dull. (2)
Still more important, Richardson's life was that of a
conventional middle-class businessman—to most intellectuals,
the worst of all possible lives. (2)
Thumbnail sketches, convenient as they may be for
conversation, can never be adequate portraits of a real man,
even if that man had not somehow or other got on to paper
a story which, while it violates most of the preconceptions of
an age in which whores are virtuous by profession and what
used to be called rakes are individualists, is still capable of
gripping and indeed of moving even those who hold dear the
preconceptions it violates. (3)
Whatever may be the case after two centuries of hearing from
the novelists, poets, and movie scenario writers that love is
the only thing that counts, it was certainly possible for a man
in the early eighteenth century to marry a girl whom he
knew and liked and who had a small nest egg to put into his
growing business without being guilty of hypocrisy or undue
selfishness. (49)
Such an argument would sound Philistine from a modern
college boy, but the economic pattern has changed as well as
the emotional. (49)
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Whatever conclusion one conies to as to the validity of his
moralizing and its effect, good or bad, on his art, it is
necessary to understand just what that morality was—perhaps
not the less because it was on the whole the morality, at least
professed, of a class which was beginning to dominate the
country that was beginning to dominate the world; certainly
the more because it is a morality which intellectuals have
rejected for so long now that they can hardly understand it.
(52)
We hope that the reader is prepared to believe that not all
bourgeois Protestants are identical, any more than all ancient
Stoics or medieval Catholics or modern Flower Children.
(54)
But perhaps his [Richardson's] resentment at the pride of his
betters was, like Pamela's, more personal than general—that
is, unlike Camus' Rebel, he wanted respect for himself, but he
had no desire to change the situation which threatened that
respect. (152)
In a day when the churches have turned to looking on the
bright side of things and when many people whose beliefs, at
least technically, are the same as those of Edward Young
would find his consolations shallow or even hypocritical and
his concern for death morbid, it is important to remember
that the view that this life is meant to be a vale of tears and
that death is no evil was at one time taken seriously and
believed deeply. (185)
Many readers today are not interested in the air of reality in
a work of fiction, or at least believe that the realistic surface
is unimportant relative to a reading on a deeper level. (239)
Readers who find abstract statements about social
relationships or illustrations of the doctrines of
psychoanalysis of primary interest may read Clarissa in the
light of one of these myths or, if they are clever enough.
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make up their own. We will discuss the novel, as
Richardson's simple contemporaries (including Diderot and
Johnson) read it, in terms of its realistic surface, of its
characters and of the emotions they feel and inspire and the
attitudes they embody and convey. (241)
This conscious artistry may not do much to recommend
Richardson to an age that seems to prefer the semi-articulate
and the unfinished, the rough rhythm and the off-rhyme.
(244)
We are not, of course, denying that Richardson had
unconscious sexual urges and that these urges might have
influenced some of the imagery of the novel, but we do not
believe that the heavy emphasis on sexual imagery so popular
with many modern critics is of much help in reading Clarissa.
(258)
Much of what we have said is obvious to any careful reader,
but in our day of ingenious interpretations the obvious has to
be constantly repeated. (276)
Virtuous characters are not in demand today, and we will not
stress Clarissa's claims to the dangerous honor of being one....
No reader today is likely to use Clarissa as a model. (277)
As she [Mrs. Barbauld] phrases it, such a notion sounds as
contrary as possible to twentieth-century views; yet one
could, with some ingenuity, rephrase it in a jargon which
might be acceptable. Even in this century there are figures in
fiction who rise above the most miserable circumstances to
assert human dignity and worth. (278)
The phrase "intentional fallacy" has been used somewhat
loosely, to express a variety of meanings not necessarily
connected. We see no harm in taking the trouble to find out
what an author thought he was doing. (278)

"Eaves and Kimpel" Special Feature
The tone of her [Elizabeth Carter's] correspondence with
females, especially with Catherine Talbot, her most intimate
friend from 1741 on, might have given rise to another sort of
gossip had she lived in a later age, and there might even have
been references by amateur psychologists to her frequent and
severe headaches; but no one in her time doubted her strict
virtue, nor is there any reason to doubt it. (355)
As Home describes them, they sound remarkably like the
reahstic, socially useful, and boring stories which some
educators now consider helpful in winning the young away
from the dangers of the imagination implicit in Andersen and
the brothers Grimm...and which often do succeed in winning
them away from books altogether. (365)
We may be unduly irritated today with virtue based on a
system. We are, after all, still in the shadow of the movement
which followed closely on Richardson's heels and to which he
even contributed, which holds that the true morality is that
of feeling. (393)
He [Sir Charles] is apt to lay down the law and to be sure he
is right; but one might speculate, if one could escape from the
standards of a democratic age in which everyone is equally
right, whether self-assurance has not generally been the mark
of a superior man. (395)
He [Sir Charles] would have agreed with Dr. Johnson's
opinion (with which today many would disagree violently)
that "there are few ways in which a man can be more
innocently employed than in getting money." (395)
She [Sarah WestcombScudamore] had been a friend for many
years, closer than most of his more literary ladies, and only a
confirmed intellectual, puritan, or Freudian could fail to find
a certain charm in their innocent, uneventful, affectionate,
and generally pleasant relationship. (442)
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Our century, however, is clever enough to follow the faintest
of scents in ferreting out secret shame and wise enough to
laugh, patronizingly or scornfully, at most of the men of the
past. No one has been more often laughed at than
Richardson. (518)
As to the recently fashionable accusations of sadism, we do
not think that the slight and ambiguous evidence on which
they are based, being interpretive only, can be refuted or
needs refuting. We leave it to the amateur psychologists to
decide whether teasing young girls is necessarily a sadistic
diversion and to decipher the intricacies of Richardson's
repressed sexual urges. (519-20)
Perhaps universal education is still too new for us to decide
whether Sir Charles and Clarissa were right about the need of
the common man for book learning. (544)
In short he [Richardson] did not want to see anyone damned
but feared that the concept of damnation is an integral and
necessary part of the Christian doctrine—as most Christians
until recently thought it. (554)
And yet the impassioned reaction of some of Richardson's
contemporaries shows that they did read him for his story,
and it has been our experience that at least some modern
readers can still do so. (599)
Structure, though undoubtedly a respectable minor virtue,
has been somewhat overstressed of late, as if it were an end in
itself. (601)
"Boldness" (a popular word today in jacket blurbs, though a
rather strange one at a time when a writer risks nothing) is
usually taken to refer to outspoken sex, or at any rate
insistence on what used to be thought of as the seamy side of
life. (610-11)
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Freud has not notably improved characterization in fiction;
rather those characters in modern fiction who most obviously
show his influence are incredible puppets, a fact which need
not cast doubt on either psychology as a science or fiction as
an art, but does underline their difference. (614)
Richardson's characters are highly conscious—perhaps too
conscious to convince an age like ours, inured to characters
who often have no consciousness at all but drift through
uncontrollable events in a dream, or, like the people of
Robbe-Grillet, see only with their physical eyes. (614)
We think his first readers were right about the nature of his
greatness and that Dorothy Bradshaigh was a better reader of
Clarissa than Dorothy Van Ghent. (617)
In our century many writers have turned away from the "air
of reality" and have tried to convey truth not through
embodying it in characters who interact on each other but
(when not preaching directly, like the lesser Richardson)
through symbol, myth, or (more convincingly) lyric
suggestion. Perhaps it is high time for a change, lest one good
custom should corrupt the world. (617)
For a biographer, it is rather disappointing that so little of the
Richardson that went into Clarissa and Lovelace shows in his
life. (618)
But it is the Richardson who wrote Clarissa who is most
interesting, and this Richardson hardly appears in his
biography. One might conclude that if this is true literary
biography is useless. At least it should make biographers
modest. But Proust has not discouraged his own biographers.
A biographer can give the context out of which a book came.
The book itself must give the rest. (619)
This last quotation, which contains the biographical narrative's
final words, is especially poignant and telling. After all those years of
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research and writing, a significant portion of their adult professional
lives, Eaves and Kimpel appear to have lost faith in the enterprise. "But
it is the Richardson who wrote Clarissa who is most interesting, and
this Richardson hardly appears in his biography. One might conclude
that if this is true literary biography is useless" (619). Remarkably, the
biographers want to blame literary biography itself for the
disappearance of their biographical subject, rather than, let us say, the
myopia of this particular engagement in it. For, indeed, they have
almost systematically excluded "the Richardson who wrote Clarissa"
from their story of his life, if by that formulation we mean something
like the unconventional, extraordinary artist who cohabited the
sentience of that conventional, middle-class businessman they spend so
much time and energy depicting.
Now, the reason Eaves and Kimpel deny Richardson the
psychological, imaginative depths he so obviously must have possessed
is that, as we have just seen in the quotations detailing their antimodern(ist) crusade, they are conunitted to a conservative ideological
agenda which considers that possibility immoral, sacrilegious,
undignified, salacious, and mythical. Their Richardson is imbued
through and through with middle-class morality, a businessman's
pragmatism, unreformed dissenting Christianity, and a realist's
sensibility. In this respect, at least, their approach to literary biography
is, indeed, as they assert, "more like that of Richardson's own
contemporaries" (vii), although certainly not all of his contemporaries.
Samuel Johnson, for instance, who befriended Richardson and admired
his work, found various ways to represent the imagination and
psychology of his subjects in the Lives of the Poets and, especially and
famously, in his Life of Richard Savage, which first appeared in 1744,
when, according to Eaves and Kimpel, Richardson was beginning
Clarissa. Rather, I am thinking (though I doubt Eaves and Kimpel
were) of the similarities between their practice and the theoretical
approach to biography outlined in Roger North's General Preface to his
Lives oihis brothers, written sometime between 1718 and 1722 and now
acknowledged to be the most extensive English commentary on
biography before Johnson and Boswell. Although "unpublished and
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virtually unknown until 1962,"' North's General Preface perfectly
captures the extended cultural moment when the world's first bourgeois
consumer society was emerging in the midst of this "nation of
shopkeepers" (the phrase, of course, is Adam Smith's) and adumbrates
a biography calibrated to service the kind of small businessman Eaves
and Kimpel claim Richardson was, just at this time, in the process of
becoming. In 1721 and 1722, they note, he printed his first book, "was
admitted to the livery of the Stationers' Company," and "married the
daughter of his former master....From this time on he ceased to be a
poor and obscure but evidently ambitious and industrious aspirant and
rapidly became a prosperous and respected tradesman" (18).
A brief summary of the essential argument of North's General
Preface will help draw the parallel here. North rejects traditional forms
of hierarchical life-writing—"the most solemn registers of ages and
nations, or the acts and monuments of famed governors, statesmen,
prelates, or generals of armies"—as containing "little if anything
comparate or applicable to instruct a private economy, or tending to
make a man either wiser or more cautelous [cautious] in his own proper
concerns." Rather, North prefers "private biography," or "the history
of private lives adapted to the pemsal of common men."' For, besides
conveying "the proper effects as to good and evil,...there is also a
copious harvest of discretion and wisdom in common dealing,...to be
gathered from the patterns of private men, who have at their great risk
proved divers ways of living, and it may be have found out the best at
last, and possibly suffered from their mistakes. Therefore nothing can
be more profitably instructive to private men than relations of other
men's proceedings in like condition."' Consequently, as this "private
biography" relates the "private economy" of everyday life, it becomes
a means of supplying and augmenting "business and conversation, by
which only the manners of men are formable, and their judgments

' See the standard edition of the whole text, Roger North, General Prrface & Life of Dr. John
North, ed. Peter Millard fToronto: University of Toronto Press, 1984), 14,17, and 40. Excerpts
from North appeared earlier in James L. Clifford, ed.. Biography as an Art: Selected Criticism,
1560-1960 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1962), xi-xiii.
Adam Smith, The Wealth of Nations (1776), introd.William Letwin, Everyman's Library (1910;
London, Melbourne, and Toronto: Dent, 1977), 2:110.
' North, General Pr^ace, 51,70, and 76.
' North, General Preface, 64-5.
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maturable with regard to good breeding, and conduct of life."^ This is
an ancient, persistent strain in the historical poetics of biographical
narrative, a didactic conception of the genre most familiar perhaps in
such prosopographical enterprises as Plutarch's Parallel Lives and
Samuel Smiles' various Victorian collections of illustrative and imitable
lives. North's General Preface heralds didactic, "pattern" biography's
appropriation, during the early-modern period, by and of homo
economicus, the economic individualism generally associated with the
rise of modern industrial capitalism.
Here then, in North's language of private and public, good and
evil, profit and loss, is the Richardson who appears in Eaves and
Kimpel's "contemporary" biography: the middle-class businessman
soliciting and distributing wisdom, manners, and reward (material and
spiritual) by purveying (in his novels) and conveying (in his life)
discursive patterns of instruction and conduct. This is also, more or
less, the language with which, in his The Rise of the Novel (1957), Ian
Watt characterizes "Richardson's narrative mode": as reflecting "the
transition from the objective, social and public orientation of the
classical world to the subjective, individualist and private orientation of
the life and literature of the last two hundred years."® Eaves and
Kimpel, who are somewhat more prone to quarrel than to agree with
Watt, cite and quote this particular passage approvingly (609), and thus,
whatever other quibbles they may have with him (usually over sex),
align themselves with two of his influential book's essential points—that
the "primary criterion" of the novel that arose in England in the middle
of the eighteenth century "was truth to individual experience" and that
Richardson's great technical accomplishment was his "remarkable
opening up of the new domain of private experience for literary
exploration."'
Thus the Richardson who does appear in Eaves and Kimpel's
narrative can be said to emerge, intentionally or unintentionally,
advertently or inadvertently, from the intersection of their "somewhat
old-fashioned approach" with Roger North's early eighteenth-century

' North, General Preface, 56.
' Ian Watt, The Riseof the Novel: Studies in D^oe, Richardson, and Fielding (London:Chatto and
Windus, 1957; Berkeley and Los Angeles; University of California Press, 1959), 176.
' Watt, Rise of the Novel, 13,200.
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adumbration of a "private biography" that is "profitably instructive to
private men" and with Ian Watt's mid-twentieth-century account of the
novel's rising, in no small part, from Richardson's manipulation of the
private experience of individual subjectivities. In other hands, perhaps,
this admixture of eighteenth- and twentieth-century biographical and
critical practice and theory might have induced the appearance of an
"interesting" biographical subject who reaffirms the usefulness of
literary biography, but Eaves and Kimpel conspicuously,
programmatically, reject what Richardson, North, and Watt so
enthusiastically embrace: a commitment to modernity, to the new and
(figuratively and literally) the novel. As Watt makes the familiar point:
"the novel is...the logical literary vehicle of a culture which, in the last
few centuries, has set an unprecedented value on originality, on the
novel; and it is therefore well named."'° Richardson is, of course,
thoroughly committed, in practice and theory, to the novel's novelty,
as is North to the newness and originality of the biography of private
experience.
But Eaves and Kimpel are self-professedly and
tendentiously "old-fashioned"—anti-modernists committed to the
(critical, intellectual, cultural, social, political, economic) subversion of
the modern, the "novel." This deliberate looking backward has
consequences, not only, as we have seen, for the biographers' selfprofessed failure to cause the Richardson they find most interesting to
appear with any frequency and regularity, but also for the appearance
and disappearance of their biography in the critical practice of
Richardson studies.

Ill
Over the next quarter century, Richardson's work in general and
Clarissa in particular were to be taken more seriously than at any time
since the eighteenth century, indeed, to become virtually talismanic
texts in the elaboration of various contemporary critical
movements—and yet, contrary to what one might expect of a
"definitive" biography published just on the cusp of this remarkable

" Watt, Rise of the Novel, 13.

298

1650-1850

revival, Eaves and Kimpel's book played little role in it. In fact, despite
Peter Sabor's claim that a "critical revaluation of Richardson...followed
in its wake,"'' their biography was, as we shall see in quite some detail,
either ignored or only reluctantly and circumspectly acknowledged in
much of this important, ground-breaking criticism.
Now, one reason for these citation practices was that, as Siobhan
Kilfeather observed in 1989, "the feminist, Marxist, and poststructuralist readings which have dominated Richardson criticism in the
1980s have been largely uninterested in revising the biographical
interpretations, and the most radical new readings often rely on some
very dated historical research and class perceptions."'^ True enough:
this was a widespread professional phenomenon throughout that
period. But there was another reason as well. As Kilfeather also
remarks: "Eaves and Kimpel seem to have brought to their research into
Richardson's life an already-conceived critical prejudice that the novels
are exotic fruits of a dull, almost offensively dull, experience. So, while
the biography is an excellent reference work, it fails to evoke
imaginatively the temperament which could have written the novels."'^
In one way or another, as the following chronological survey of three
decades of book-length studies makes clear, this judgement is shared by
many influential Richardson critics.
The authors of the major books on Richardson during the 1970s
are Cynthia Griffin Wolff (1972), Mark Kinkead-Weekes (1973),
Margaret Anne Doody (1974), Elizabeth Brophy (1974), and William
Beatty Warner (1979).'"* Wolff does not cite Eaves and Kimpel,
probably because her book was already in press when their biography
appeared. Kinkead-Weekes admires their scholarship and cites it
" Peter Sabor, "Publishing Richardson's Correspondence: 'the necessary office of seleaion,'"
in Margaret Anne Doody and Peter Sabor, eds., Samuel Richardson: Tercentenary Essays
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 244.
" Siobhan Kilfeather, "The Rise of Richardson Criticism," in Doody and Sabor, eds..
Tercentenary Essays, 251.
" Kilfeather, 266.
" Cynthia Griffin Wolff, Samuel Richardson and the Eighteenth-Century Puritan Character
(Hamden: Archon Books, 1972);M3ikKiiikeid-Wee\ces,SamuelRichardson:DramaticNovelist
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1973); Margaret Anne Doody, A Natural Passion: a Study of
the Novels of Samuel Richardson (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1974); Elizabeth Bergen Brophy,
Samuel Richardson: Te Triumph of Craft (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1974); and
William Beatty Warner, Reading "Clarissa": Te Struggles of Interpretation (New York and
London: Yale University Press, 1979).
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occasionally, but is as likely as not to disagree with or dismiss their
critical readings. Doody calls attention to their "impressive biography,"
which, she insists (despite the three-year gap between the publication of
their book and hers) "appeared as I was preparing copy for the Press,"
but then adds (somewhat disparagingly, I cannot help feeling) "I am not
indebted to that work for critical opinion or background material
relating to the novels."'^ Brophy's remarks are similar: "If my book
seems to make few references to their Samuel Richardson, A Biography,
it is because the research for this study was largely completed from
original sources when their book appeared. We obviously were
working with much of the same material, and their biography added
little new information that was relevant to this book."'^ Warner does
not cite Eaves and Kimpel in the main body of his text, instancing them
only in his appended "Critical Bibliographies" as Richardson's
paradigmatic "'loyal' critics," who "do a scrupulous reading of the
correspondence, deduce an aesthetic program from Richardson's
statements, and then read the works in terms of that program."
"|T)]evelop[ing] a finely modulated contempt for" their critical
opponents, the loyalists display "a smug confidence that their prosaic
way of discussing the novels is the only really valid one," an attitude
Warner exemplifies by quoting the passage in which "Eaves and Kimpel
parade their own humility" by aligning themselves with "Richardson's
simple contemporaries (including Diderot and Johnson)."'^
The most influential, innovative books of the eighties were by
Terry Castle (1982), Terry Eagleton (1982), Carol Houlihan Flynn
(1984), Christina Marsden Gillis (1984), and Jocelyn Harris (1987).'®
Castle acknowledges Eaves and Kimpel's contributions to biographical
and bibliographical scholarship, cites them a few times, then, quoting
the same "simple contemporaries" passage as Warner, characterizes
Doody, A Natural Passion, 2 n.l.
" Brophy, Triumph of Craft, xv n. 14.
" Warner, Reading "Clarissa,"0-7V, Warner's emphasis.
" Terry Castle, Clarissa's Ciphers:MeaningandDisruption in Richardson's"Clarissa" (Ithaca and
London: Cornell University Press, 1982); Terry Eagleton, The Rape of Clarissa; Writing,
Sexuality and Class Struggle in Samuel Richardson (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1982); Carol
Houlihan Flynn, Samuel Richardson: A Man of Letters (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1982); Christina Marsden Gillis, The Paradox of Privacy: Epistolary Form in "Clarissa"
(Gainesville: University of Florida Press, 1984); and Jocelyn Harris, Samuel Richardson, British
and Irish Authors Series (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987).
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them (somewhat more diplomatically) as retrograde "intentionalist"
critics who "have disparaging words for those readers who unearth
meanings not acknowledged by Richardson himself or by [his]
contemporary readers."" As a Marxist critic, Eagleton is appreciative
of the materialist base Eaves and Kimpel provide, and, occasionally,
perversely, finds himself in sympathy with their conservative resistance
to "modern criticism" and one or another "fashionable liberal
assumption." But then there is this sly passage quoting and
commenting on a passage from the biography:
"One cannot but sympathize with [Clarissa's] demand [to be
treated as a person]," [Eaves and Kimpel] write, adding with
remarkable liberality of spirit that "even today, a young girl
who does not want to be raped ought not to be raped." (The
implications of that "even today" are interesting: even in these
permissive times when young girls may well not care whether
they are raped or not, it is obligatory to abstain.) Eaves and
Kimpel's moral generosity does not, however, stretch to
sympathy with the important, largely suppressed current of
women's writing which was influenced by Richardson: "We
are not much concerned," they announce, "with his influence
on a few second-rate sentimental females."^"
Flynn cites the biography occasionally, but primarily if not exclusively
as a biographical source. Gillis cites it once, in a note. Harris calls it
"comprehensive" and "indispensable" in an appendix,^' but neither
mentions nor cites it in her text or notes.
To represent the nineties I have chosen seven books, by Thomas
O. Beebee (1990), Tom Keymer (1992), Tassie Gwilliam (1993), Lois E.
Bueler (1994), Stephanie Fysh (1997), Gordon D. Fulton (1999), and
Victor J. Lams (1999).^^ Beebee cites the biography in his bibliography

" Castle, Clarissa's Ciphers, 30,190.
Eagleton, The Rape of Clarissa, 70-71.
" Harris, Samuel Richardson, 175.
" Thomas O. Beebee, "Clarissa" on the Continent: Translation and Seduction (University Park
and London: Penn State University Press, 1990); Tom Keymer, Richardson's "Clarissa"and the
Eighteenth-Century Reader (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992); Tassie Gwilliam,
Samuel Richardson's Fictions of Gender (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1993); Lois E.
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but neither cites nor mentions it in his text or notes. Keymer refers to
it only three times in passing in his main text. Gwilliam does not
mention or cite it in her text or notes. Bueler cites it only once. Fysh
focuses on Eaves and Kimpel's "assumption of 'intrinsic value,'" which,
she explains, "no longer holds up well to scrutiny":
there are indeed reasons apart from the value of his novels
that one might be interested in Richardson as a man. Finally,
Eaves and Kimpel posit little in the way of relationships
between Richardson's life and his works, although they do
wonder which characters are based on which of Richardson's
friends and acquaintances. Rather, they are inclined to
marvel, as had many before them, at the apparent lack of
connection between the prosaic middle-class printer and his
powerful, original writings.^'
Fulton comments on Eaves and Kimpel's Richardson as a "surprising
instance" of "a moralist unable to appreciate his own artistic
achievement."^'' Lams does not cite the biography.

IV
This overview of three decades of critical use, abuse, and non-use of
Eaves and Kimpel's biography of Richardson points up an important
lesson, a kind of cautionary tale, if you will, for scholarly biographers
of literary figures. Let me return one more time to that passage from
the last paragraph of their main narrative:"But it is the Richardson who
wrote Clarissa who is most interesting, and this Richardson hardly
appears in his biography" (619). This time it is the "his" that concerns

Bueler, ''Clarissa"s Plots (Newark: University of Delaware Press, 1994); Stephanie Fysh, The
Work(s) of Samuel Richardson (Newark: University of Delaware Press; London: Associated
University Presses, 1997); Gordon D. Fulton, Styles of Meaning and Meaninp of Style in
Richardson's 'Clarissa' (Montreal and Kingston:McGill-Queen's UniversityPress, 1999); Viaor
J. Lams, Anger, Guilt, and the Psychology of the Self in "Clarissa,' American University Studies,
Series IV: English Language and Literature 191 (New York: Peter Lang, 1999).
" Fysh, The Work(s) of Samuel Richardson, 14.
" Fulton, Styles of Meaning, 53,194 n. 6.
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me. What is the assumption behind its use? Something like this: that
a biography more properly belongs to, is identified with, has been
(under)written by the biographical subject—and that the biographer (or,
in this case, biographers) is, to paraphrase again the language of North's
General Preface, a mere tradesman in a commercial exchange between
biographical subject as producer and biographical readership as
consumer, a middleman or go-between whose primary mission is to
assure that "all the tokens of veracity" are "artificially interwoven with
the relation" so that "the matter is made, as it were, to speak, rather
than the author."^' Hence the biographer's voice is suppressed: the lifetext, the "matter" of the biographical subject's discursive traces, "is
made, as it were, to speak." This is, as we shall see, exactly what is
(pardon the pun) the matter with Eaves and Kimpel's Samuel
Richardson: when "the relation" cannot be "made, as it were, to
speak"—without their participating in various modern(ist) modes of
constructing identity for which they have nothing but scorn—the
biography ultimately ceases to be theirs and becomes "his."
Now, as I have argued elsewhere,^' this familiar, traditional notion
of the dominance of the biographical subject in the generic poetics of
life-writing was being threatened (as it still is—this is an ongoing
struggle, as are most if not all of the relationships in generic poetics) in
different ways during and immediately after Richardson's lifetime,
especially and particularly in the lifewriting of James Boswell, who, as
the self-advertising venture capitalist of "a new species of biography,
produced an alternative (credit) economy of biographical reading and
writing that enabled him to refigure the dynamics of the relationship
between biographer and biographical subject, and thus to become the
author who speaks in his own name, which then assumes the very
name, the eponym, of the modern biographer. Interestingly, according
to Frederick Pottle, the dean of Boswell scholars, Boswell "as author
owed a greater debt to Richardson than to any one else.... It was
Richardson—in the mode of fiction, to be sure—who first demonstrated
the values of the scrupulous short-term dramatic stance which furnishes

" North, General Preface, 70-71.
See "Recognizing the Biographer: Boswell's Lifeof]ohnsonP in Epstein, 90-137.
"James Boswell, Life ofJohnson, ed. R. W. Chapman and corr. J. D. Fleeman (London: Oxford
University Press, 1904; 1953; 3"* ed. 1970), 1372 n. 4.
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the prime characteristic of Boswell's journalizing. And not only does
Clarissa outdo all other English novelsin its uncompromising insistence
on dramatic narration, but the greatest character in the book overtly
theorizes about the method. Lovelace's phrase"writing to the moment"
describes exactly what Boswell was up to."^® Moreover, if Richardson
was never a major character in the main body of his fiction the way
Boswell was throughout his life-writing, he was nevertheless, like
Boswell, a shameless self-promoter of his work, in the margins of his
texts, in advertisements of various kinds, in correspondence, in personal
solicitations, in social situations.
Now, as we have seen, Eaves and Kimpel quite self-consciously
model their narrative on Richardson's example, especially in Clarissa:
"Our biography will, therefore, sound rather old-fashioned, and it has
encountered the same difficulty Richardson himself met with, that of
prolixity. We have often echoed Richardson's complaint while writing
Clarissa, 'Length, is my principal Disgust.' Especially we have tried to
portray his relationships with his friends and correspondents, which
meant trying to give some picture of the people he came in contact
with. For Richardson, who was much more interested in, and
interesting about, human relations than abstract ideas, this emphasis
seems to us unavoidable" (vii). Note the disjunction between the "our
biography" (stress added) of the Preface, where the goal of a "definitive
biography" is presented as more or less attainable, and the "his
biography" (stress added) of the conclusion, where the infrequent
appearance of the Preface's "Richardson, who was much more
interested in, and interesting about, human relations," is so lamentably
noted. When the biography does not seem to be working, it becomes
his, a "relation" of "matter" that is supposed to speak for itself but
cannot find its voice. Unable to acknowledge the inadequacies of their
method, Eaves and Kimpel blame the genre: if "the Richardson who
wrote Clarissa-.M-^rdly appears in his biography," then "literary
biography is useless" (619).
The problem here, of course, is not with literary biography but
with their engagement in it, an engagement through which, as we shall
see, they manage to hoist themselves on their own petard. For,

^ Frederick A. Pottle, James Boswell: the Earlier Years, 1740-1769 (New York, Toronto,
London: McGraw-Hill, 1966), 92.
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ironically, in terms of the history and practice of the generic poetics of
biographical narrative, the frequency and intensity of their antimodernism induce, willy-nilly, a quite modern narrative. By calling so
much attention to the biographers' voice, their ideological commentary
centralizes that which is conventionally marginal in the kind of "oldfashioned," "definitive" biography that they are claiming to write. In
finding and asserting their own voice, they are beginning to act less like
North's muted "private biographer" and more like Boswell, the
prototypical modern biographer, or, even more interestingly and
appropriately, like Boswell acting like Richardson, a master (to
paraphrase Pottle and Watt) of dramatic narration writing to the
moment and opening up the new domain of private experience for
literary exploration. Except that, blinded by their conservative agenda
and more or less ignorant of the generic poetics if not history of
biographical narrative, they do not know how modern they really are
becoming. Eaves and Kimpel are absolutely right that "it is the
Richardson who wrote Clarissa who is most interesting." But they are
absolutely wrong that "this Richardson hardly appears in his biography"
(619, stress added). He hardly appears, is rarely "made" to appear, in
biography. In the modern Boswelhan biography influenced by the
Richardson who explored so profoundly (especially in Clarissa) the
private experience of the modern individual, he is everywhere to be
found, if only they had been willing to look.
Thus, as we have seen. Eaves and Kimpel's approach to literary
biography is, simultaneously, more old-fashioned and more modern
than they suspect. Biographical narrative may look hke a relatively
unguarded provincial backwater in the sprawling imperialist realm of
Western cultural discourse, but it is not and never has been. Rather, as
one of the Western world's "master-signs" and "generative model[s]"^'
of individual human existence, it has always been a way of being and
becoming to which special significance is attached, a cultural process of
inclusion and exclusion that continues to be closely monitored. The
entrance of a biographical subject into written discourse is a
momentous occasion, an event that can, among other things, reaffirm
cultural eininence, contextualize social action, alter literary opinion,

"Jacques Derrida, OfCrammatology (1967), trans. Gayatri ChakravortySpivak (Baltimore and
London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1976), 51.
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deputize political influence, or instruct economic conduct. But the
poetics of biographical narrative, particularly those of its practices
associated with the cultural inscription and description of the
biographical subject, is not a neutral discursive formation that can be
appropriated without consequences. Rather, as we have seen here, it has
a history, indeed, histories, marked by, among other things, an ongoing
struggle for generic authority between the biographer and the
biographical subject.'" Eaves and Kimpel's problem with the
"uselessness" of literary biography is not only and not primarily the
result of the collision of their conservative agenda with modernity and
modernism but also and more significantly of their failure to use the
generic poetics of biography to their advantage—that is, to
instrumentaUze their "old-fashioned approach" in such a way that "the
Richardson who wrote Clarissa" would not only appear often in their
biography but, through his impact on Boswell and hence modern
biography, actually, in a sense and to an extent, come to underwrite it.
Thus Eaves and Kimpel's experience relates a cautionary tale to
whoever would engage in life-writing. Although anciently and
traditionally aligned with dominant structures of socio-economic
authority, the poetics of biography were more or less democratized
over the course of the long eighteenth century and are now not
necessarily and 'naturally' aligned with any particular political, social,
econonaic, or critical agenda. Nevertheless, as ready as the genre and its
various subgenres have been and are to accommodate different subjects
and approaches, they have not and cannot be coopted at will, as if they
did not have histories, conventions, and piactices of their own, and as
if these internal forces were not capable of shaping and distorting the
^gfnda.'! of those who would hope to find biography usable and useful.
Indeed, in an age of "identity poUtics," when more, and more diverse,
biographical subjects than ever are seeking to enter cultural discourse,
tale may need to be told over and over again. As Bahktin reminds
us, "Genre lives in the present, but it always remembers the past, its
beginnings."" And as biography is constantly teaching us: the
" This argument is fleshed out in "Recognizing the Biographical Subjea," in Epstein,
Recognizing Biography, 71-89.
Mikhail Bakhtin, Problemy poetiki Dostoevskogo, 2"' ed. (Moscow, 1963), as in Tzvetan
Todorov, Mikhail Bakhtin:the Dialogcal Principle,trans. Wlad Godzich, Theory and History of
Literature 13 (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984), 84.
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beginning of understanding is in memory, in the lives we have already
lived.

